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FiftyYearson:AlbertCamusasPhilosopher
andPoliticalThinker
C.L.Starling
Fiftyyearsago,onJanuary4,1960,AlbertCamusdiedinacaraccidentattheageof46
whenatthetopofhisfame,havingwontheNobelPrizeforLiteratureonlythreeyears
before.Camus'enduringliteraryreputewassecureevenbeforehewontheprize,and,if
anything,isevengreatertoday.L'EtrangerandLaChute,inparticular,arefrequently
mentionedasclassicproseworksoftwentiethcenturyFrenchliterature.Ontheother
hand,Camus'statusasaphilosopherhasbeenevaluatedvariouslyintheensuingyears
andhisstatusasapoliticalthinkerlikewise.Onthefiftiethanniversaryofhisdeath,it
seemstomeworthwhiletoreviewthephilosophicalandpoliticalpositionsofCamusand
assessthecurrent"stateofplay"withregardtohislegaciesinthesedomains.
AfirstquestioniswhetherCamuswas,infact,"philosophical."In1945,hefamously
declared,afterall:"Iamnotaphilosopher.Idonotbelievesufficientlyinreasonto
believeinasystem."("lnterviewAServir",inE,1427,mytranslation).
Thisisatellingstatement,providingasitdoesasuccinctdescriptionofhowitsauthor
conceivedofthephilosopher(asonewhobelievesin"systems").ForCamus,following
Nietzsche,philosophゾsfailingwasthatitundulyemphasizedandfrequentlymisused
reason.Reasonhadbecomeaplaythingofintellectualsbentonrepresentingrealityin
systems,yettheveryactofsystematizingcouldonlymisrepresent.Thisbeingso,he
stoodalooffromthetwointellectualcurrentsthatdominatedFrenchpostwarthought.He
balkedwhenearlycommentatorspersistentlylinkedhimtoexistentialphilosophy,andhe
wasdeeplyuncomfortablewithMarxism.Foralltheirthematicemphasisonthe
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immediateandtheconcrete,bothexistentialismandMarxismwere,inCamus'eyes,like
anyphilosophy,pronetoabstractexcess.Inhisownboldepigram,heevengoesasfaras
todeclarethat"ideasaretheoppositeofthought"(五eハ7ythedeS「砂 ρ加,inE,191,my
translation).
Spurningsuchmisguidedambitiononthepartofthe"philosopher,"Camuswouldhave
preferredthemoremodestdesignationof"thinker,"thoughwithqualifications."To
think,"hewrites,"isnolongertounifyortorendertheapparentfamiliarintheguiseofa
grandprinciple."Out,then,withover-reachingabstraction."Tothinkistorelearntosee
andbeattentiveandistodirectone'sawareness.Itistomakeofeachideaandeach
image,inthemannerofProust,aprivilegedinstance."(LeMythedeSisyphe,quotedby
FrangoiseArmengaudinオ(P,42,mytranslation).Aphilosophy,then,oftheuniqueand
ofdifference.
Throughouthiswritingcareer,fromsuchearlyworksasNocestothehighly
autobiographicalandunfinishedLePremierHomme,Camussoughttoexpressan
immediate,verypersonal,passionateandsensualapprehensionoftheworld.Thismay
seemonthesurfacenon-philosophical,yetitinvolveditsownassertionofvaluesand
tookshapeasaformofthoughtinoppositiontoperceptionsofrealityandnotionsof
conductmediatedbysystemsandideologies.Aboveall,Camusneverlostsightofthe
individual,whoinhiseyescouldnotbetruthfullyrepresentedinabstraction,andshould
notbesacrificedtoanabstractideal.Againsttherationalist,system-pronephilosopher,
weseehereawriterclaimingtostandasan"artist-thinker":"Why,"hewrites,"amIan
artistandnotaphilosopher?ItisbecauseIthinkaccordingtowordsandnotaccordingto
ideas."(CII,146,mytranslation).
Againstabstraction,then,Camusopposesaconcretemannerofthinkingandof
depiction,andasweseeinthefollowinglinesofLeMythedeSisyphe,heholdsthatthis
formofexpressionisinfactmoregenuinelydidacticthananyabstractexplanation:"To
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writeinimagesratherthanargumentsshowsupacertainwayofthinking[…]thatis
persuadedoftheuselessnessofallprincipleofexplanationandconvincedofthe
instructivemessageoftheimmediatelyapparent."(LeMythedeSisyspheinE,179,my
translation).InthesectionofLeMythedeSisyphetitledPhilosophieetleRoman
("PhilosophyandtheNovel"),inlinesthatonthesurfacechimediscordantlywithhis
earlierassertionthathewas"notaphilosopher,"Camusaffirmsthat"thegreatnovelists
arephilosophicalnovelists."Thisisnotbecausetheyrefertograndprinciples.Quitethe
reverse.Thegreatnovelists(andCamuscountsBalzac,Sade,Melville,Dostoevski,
Proust,MalrauxandKafkaamongthem)arethosewho"createauniverse"ratherthan
writeaccordingtoanypreconceivedthesis(see」reJルか疏 θ4θ31理ア加,inE,178).
ReadingCamus'praiseoftheimage,theconcreteandtheparticular,itishardnotto
recallhismentorJeanGrenier,andparticularlyGrenier's1938EssaiSurL'Espritdel'
Orthodoxie.Asonecritichaswritten,"beingwithandreadingJeanGreniergave
(Camus)theconvictionthatthoughtcouldbeelaboratedoutsidetheadhesiontoadogma
oranorthodoxy,andratherinthereflectiveawarenessofdailylife."(JacquelineLevi-
ValensiinACP,23,mytranslation).ItshouldperhapsbeaddedthatGrenier'syoung
prodigywasalreadywell-disposedtosuchaconviction,havingveryearlydevelopedhis
"Mediterranean"partiprisinfavourofthephysical,thesensual,andtheimmediate.
Atfirstsight,thismightappeartobecontradictedbyCamus'actofjoiningtheAlgerian
CommunistPartyin1934,attheageof21.However,hisbriefsupportforCommunism
andhislaterstaunchoppositiontoitbothderivedfromthesamemotives.Farfrom
subscribingtoanyorthodoxyemanatingfromMoscow,Camusaspiredtotransform
Communistdoctrine,tohumanizeit,inthelightofaMediterraneanwisdomthathesaw
ashavinghumanizedChristianity:"…thesamelandthattransformedsomanydoctrines
musttransformthoseofourtime.AMediterraneancollectivismwillbedifferentfroma
Russiancollectivism…"(E,1325,mytranslation).Onedaytherecouldbe,hefelt,a
"
newMediterraneanculture"characterizedbyasolidarityfoundedontruth,justiceand
49
innocence.Thiswas,ofcourse,aworldawayfromtheday-to-daypoliticsoftheAlgerian
CommunistParty,itsmanoeuvring,dissimulationandsubmissiontotheMoscowline.
ThatCamusembarkeduponamorallyintransigentstruggletoreformthePartyshows
justhowpassionatelyhewascommittedtohispersonalvision.
OnecanimaginewithwhatexasperationorthodoxMarxistsinthepartymusthave
striventodealwiththisferventyoungmanandhisidiosyncraticconceptionof
MediterraneanCommunism.Ultimately,inevitably,hewasexpelled.
Consistentlythereafter,theauthorofL'EtrangerkepthisdistancefromMarxism,
mockingitsgrandioseabstractionsanddisdainingthefutureitvauntedasbeingamere
miragesustainedonlybycynicalcalculationandnaivefaith.HisobservationofMarxist
faithledhimtowriteofthe"divinization"ofHistory,mostextensivelyinL'Homme
Revolte(commonlytranslatedinEnglishasTheRebel,thoughsometimesrenderedas
ManInRevolt).Whenthisvoluminousworkappeared,theFrenchLeftwasallbut
entirelyundertheswayofMarxistdialectics,sothatwhenCamusspokeupagainstit,he
cutaverylonelyfigureindeed.Inthesharplypolarizedpoliticalsceneofthetime,he
wasimmediatelyaccusedofbeinganaccompliceoftheRight,andnomorehurtfully
thanbytheSaint-Germainexistentialists(Jean-PaulSartreandSimonedeBeauvoirat
theirhead)whomhehadlongconsideredfriends.
Inthewatershedpolemicof1952betweenCamus,ontheonehand,andmaster
dialecticiansSartreandFrancisJeanson(atonetimeSartre'ssecretary)ontheother,we
seemostclearlythecontoursofCamus'philosophicalandpoliticalpositions,anditis
worthdwellingonthisfamousexchangeatsomelength.Thosefamiliarwithitwill
rememberthatwhenL'HommeRevolteappearedandSartrereadit,heabhorredthebook
butwasreluctanttogiveanaccountofitinhisrevueLesTempsModernesbecausehe
knewhisunfavourableopinionwouldbeill-receivedbyhisverysusceptiblelong-
standingfriend.HethereforeaskedforsomeoneelseatLesTempsModernestotakeon
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thetaskanditwashisyouthfulmanagingeditor,FrancisJeanson,whovolunteered.
JeansonproceededtowriteareviewreportedlymoreseverethanSartrehad
contemplated.Camus,clearlyoffended,hurledbackanindignantletternottoJeanson,
butoverhisheadtoSartre.Inturn,SartreandJeansonbothanswered,sothatthepolemic
consistsinessenceoffourtexts,althoughitwaseventuallyprolongedwhenCamus
wrotehisDefensedel'HommeRevolte(DefenseoftheRebel)andafurther,implicit
responsetohisadversariesintheformofthenovellaLaChute(TheFaの.
OneofthemostinsistentcriticismsmadeofCamusinthispolemicisthathewas
incompetentinphilosophy.Thisalreadyhadahistory:inhisgenerallypraisingreviewof
L'EtNanger(whentreatingofLeMythedeSisyphe),Sartrehadwritten:"Camusshows
offabitbyquotingpassagesfromJaspers,Heidegger,andKierkegaard,whom,bythe
way,hedoesnotalwaysseemtohavequiteunderstood."(Englishtranslationfrom"An
Explicationof`TheStranger"inBree,108).Similarly,theanalysestobefoundinL'
HommeRevolte,itwasheld,weretoolightweighttobetakenseriously:notonlydidthey
relyonsecond-handreadingsofthinkerslikeHegelandMarx(afailingacknowledged
bysomesympathetictoCamus),buttheywerecharacterizedbyinsufficientlogical
rigour.Inthereviewthatprecipitatedthepolemic,Jeansonpatientlyoutlinedhow
Camus'thoughthadevolvedfromtheveryconcreterevoltrepresentedinL'Etrangerto
thenotionofhistoricalrevoltfoundinL'HommeRevolte.Inthelatter,Camushadwritten
thatattheoutset,revolthadwishedonlyto"conqueritsownbeingandmaintainitinthe
faceofGod."ThisrecallstheepisodeofthechaplaininL'EtrangeNandtheanti-theistic
revoltofRieuxinLaPeste(ThePlague).However,inalaterstage,Camuswentonto
write,thismetaphysicalrevolt"lostthememoryofitsorigins"and"squarelyjoinedthe
revolutionarymovement,"thencesettingouttoconquertheworldinthenameofreason
andattheexpenseofmurders"multipliedtoinfinity."Inshort,"revolution,evenand
especiallythatwhichclaimstobematerialist,isjustametaphysicalcrusadethathas
lapsedintoexcess."Readingandquotingsuchassertions,Jeansoninferredthatfor
Camushistoricalrevoltwasnothingbutametaphysicalphenomenon,aconsequenceof
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thedegradationofrevoltagainstanunfairlyoppressivehumancondition(againseeLa
Peste).ThereviewerthenproceededtodistilthreeprinciplesfromCamus'argument:first
thathistoricalrevolthadmanifesteditselfonlyintheformofrevolutions;secondthata
revolutionisapervertedrevolt,andthirdthatitisthewishtodeifythespeciesthatleads
revolutionstobetraytheirinitialmovementofrevoltandembracetotalitarianism.
Unsurprisingly,JeansontookCamusseverelytotaskoverthenotionthatrevoltwas
primarily,ifnotuniquely,metaphysical.WherethelatterclaimedinL'HommeRevolte
thathispurposewasnottoreviewthehistoricaloreconomiccausesofthegreat
revolutions,butrathertotracewithinrevolutionsthelogicalconsequencesof
metaphysicalrevolt,theformersawCamusasinfactallowingnoplaceforthehistorical
andeconomic.InCamus'schemeofthings,wroteJeanson,theconceptof"revolution"
wasreducedtothatof"divinizationofman,"whichamountedtosuppressinghistory
itself.What,Jeansonasked,ofthosewhoarehungryandstruggleagainstthosetheysee
asresponsiblefortheirhunger?Camus,heconcluded,didnotbelieveintheexistenceof
infrastructures.
Inthenextphaseofhisreview,JeansonnotedhowCamusblamedMarxforthesupposed
degradationofrevoltintometaphysicalrevolution,andemphasizedthatCamus'concept
ofMarx'sthoughtasbeingdeterminedabsolutelybyexteriorrealitywassimplisticand
erroneous.AccordingtoJeanson,CamuswasinanycasewrongtoblameMarx.Any
consistentviceinrevolutionsheshouldratherpointtointhe"concretestructuresof
revolutionaryaction."BlamingtheStalinistconsequenceofMarxismonMarxisttheory,
Jeansoncontended,presentedtwoproblems.ThefirstwasthatMarxisttheorywasan
imperfectrepresentationofMarx'sthought,andthesecondwasthattheconcrete
motivationsofrevolutionwere,again,neglected.
WhileacknowledgingthesemajorflawsinCamus'argumentation,onecanstillseeinit
animportantwarning.Makingrevolutionaryefficacythedominantethicalcriterion
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enablesjustificationofmyriaddubiousactsinthenameofrevolution,andthusperverts
almostinevitablywhatJeansoncalledthe"concretestructuresofrevolutionaryaction"
(seeArthurKoestler'sDarknessAtNoonforacompellingillustrationofthis
phenomenon).Inaword,whatevershortcomingsexistinCamus'startingpointand
argumentation,thetyrannythathewarnsofisalogicaloutcomeoftherevolutionary
equationofendsandmeans.Anover-reachingstruggleforjusticeleadstoagreater
injustice.Itisascenariothattheworldhasseentimeandagain.
ItistoavertsuchtyrannythatCamusarguesforrestraintandadvocates"revolt,"for
revoltisfaithfultotherealwhererevolutionarythought"leaps"fromtherealtoa
fallaciousanddangerousideal.Hereagain,Camus'thoughtshowsalong-standing
consistency.InLeMythedeSisyphe,hehadwritten:"Toknowhowtomaintainoneself
onthatvertiginousridge.Thatishonesty;therestissubterfuge."Inthisstance,of
awarenessandofrevolt,welive"thesubtlemomentthatprecedestheleap."Theleapis
toalonged-forbutfallaciouscoherence,whetherthatproposedbychaplainorpriest,or
thatsketchedbythoseMarxistswhobelievein(ormendaciouslyproffer)ablissfulend
toclassstruggle.Boththese"solutions"tohumanwoesareforCamusillusoryand
immoral,theonea"sinagainstlife"andtheotheraglibjustificationofviolentmeans.As
DanielCharleshaspointedout,thispreferenceforthesubtlemomentthatprecedesthe
leapoffaithexplainswhyCamusadmiresapainterlikeBalthus.Thislatter"doesnot
deformnature;hepetrifiesit."(Charles,244,mytranslation).ForCamus,religiousor
ideologicalinterpretationsindeed4⑳澗ratherthandepictfUndamentalandauthentic
humanity.
TheaboveargumentchallengestheMarxistsandtheirfellowtravelerstofocuswith
unremittinghonestyontheissueofrevolutionaryviolence.Itisanargumentwith
powerfulrhetoricalappeal.Yet,aswehaveseen,itoffersnopracticalsolutionsforthose
whohaveultimaterecoursetorevolutionaryaction.Predictably,JeansonandSartre
continuedtopressthepoint:whatrelevancedidCamus'nobleandmeasuredrevolthave
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fortheworkersofBillancourt(apoorsuburbofParis)orforthoseoppressedby
colonialism?Wasnottherefusalto"getone'shandsdirty"byrespondingtoviolencewith
violencejustacomfortableposethatamountedtocomplicitywiththeoppressors?
Intheyearssincethispolemic,Camus'reputationhasmirroredintellectualtrendsat
large.AslongastheSaint-GermainintellectualsandMarxismwereintheascendancy,
Camuswasformany,despitehisleftistrecord,anaivedupe,orworse,accompliceofthe
Right.Then,asdegreebydegree,Marxismretreated(withBudapest,Prague,theGulag
andthefallingoftheBerlinWall),theauthorofL'HommeRevolteappearedvindicated,
evenpropheticallysaintly,whilehiserstwhileopponentswerecorrespondingly
demonized.Thepolemic,itseemedtomany,hadatlastendedwithaKOinCamus'
favour…However,inthelightofmoresoberreflection,themostpersuasiveemerging
viewisthatCamusandSartrebothhadtheirwillingblindspots,theirownformsof"bad
faith."InthecaseofCamus,themosttellingtestishisconductwithregardtothewarin
Algeria,wherebothfamilialbondsandhisdogmaticanti-communismpreventedhim
fromacknowledginganyjusticeinthecauseofthatcountry'sNationalLiberationFront
(F.LN.).
Allthisiswell-expressedbyRonaldAronsonin
Sartrerelationship.Aronsonwrites:
hismuch-praisedbookontheCamus一
WhatCamuslacked,asdidtheliberalColdWarriorswhoembracedhim,wasthe
savinginsightthatSartrehadbeenstrugglingtowardsinceDirtyHands:inmanyof
itskeystructuresourworldisconstitutedbyviolence.InTheCommunistsand
Peace,thefirstpartofwhichhewrotejustbeforebreakingwithCamus,Sartre
confrontedtheviolenceofthedemocraticcapitalistsystem.Andwhenheturnedhis
attentiontocolonialismin1956,Sartreshowedhow,inthecolonies,violence
createdthesocialorderanditspeople.HeproclaimedtherealityofAlgeriatowhich
Camushadclosedhiseyes.(Aronson,221)
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(LetusnoteinpassingthatAronsonseesSartretooasflawedinsofarashecameto
advocateterrorismasalegitimateresponsetooppression).
LookingbackonthepolemicandCamus'laterpoliticalconduct,itishardtodisagree
withAronson'sverdictthatwhilehewas"half-right"(inspeakingoutaboutthedark
implicationsofSoviet-stylecommunism),hewasalsosimplisticinhisconceptionand
portrayalofliberationmovementssuchastheF.L.N.andunderstatedordisregarded
violencethatwasnotthemeansofsocialprotest,butitscause.Yetevenifheisonly
"half-right"asAronsoncontends,thecentralpointhemakesaboutrevoltneedinga
conscienceisofimmensevalue.Inhispoliticalthought,itremainsCamus'most
honorablecontribution,applicabletoalluprisings.ThinkoftheexcessesinCambodia,
forexample,wherearigidMarxistideologybecamemurderousinjustthewayCamus
cautionedagainst.
ThecentralpointofCamus'politicalphilosophythusremained,unremittingly,the
individual,hereandnow.Hadhenotdeclaredin1946(inthesecondessayofaseries
publishedinthenewspaperCombat)thattheimportantthingintimesofstrifeisto"save
thebodies",meaning"saveindividualpeople"?ThesamepriorityisevidentinLaPeste
(ThePlague)andLesJustes(TheJust).Eachhumanbeingisaprivilegedinstanceofthat
abstractionweterm"humanity".
Wereturnheretothetaskwesetourselvesattheoutset.Withtheevidencenowbefore
us,howmightwecharacterizeCamus'philosophicalandpoliticalcontributionsfifty
yearsonfromthenightthecarinwhichhewasapassengerslammedintoatreeinthe
Frenchcountryside?Asfortheformer,wecansaythatweseeaboveallanunremitting
focusontheconcrete,ontheindividual,onthepresent,andtherefore,inevitably,onwhat
hasmorerecentlycometobetermeddifference.Forsure,thisfocusoccurswithinan
idiosyncraticframework:Camus'visionisananti-theisticone,humanhopeabsurdly
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breakinguponthesilenceofaGodwhohowevermuchhisexistencemaybedenied
seemstolurkasanimpassive,ifnotmalevolent,force.Inwhatevertermsitis
framed,however,thisfocusondifferencemakesCamus'philosophicallineageand
legacyclear.HehimselfacknowledgedhisdebttoNietzsche,butwiththeadvantageof
hindsightwecannowseehimasexhibitingasimilarfocusondifferencetothatwefind
in"postmodern"thinkerslikeGillesDeleuzewhothemselveshavegladlytakenupthe
Nietzscheanheritance.
Inthisconnection,itisevidentthattheterm"philosophy"isusedincreasingly,asaresult
ofthepostmoderncritiqueofEurocentrism,torefertomodesofthoughtthatarefarfrom
privilegingtheonce-sacrosanctlogos(andinthisconnectionitispertinenttorecordthe
assertionofDanielCharlesthatCamus"veryprobably"gottheideaofLeMythede
SisyphefromJapanesethinkerKukiShuzo).Inshort,whileinhistimeCamusoften
expressedantipathyto"philosophy"(takeninthenarrowsenseofthoughtcentredonand
privilegingthelogos),theveryterm"philosophy"hassinceevolvedtoencompass
hithertomarginalormarginalizedpositionsthathecouldespouse.Inthissense,itis
plausiblenowtocharacterizeCamusasaprecursorofEurope'spostmodernphilosophy.
Inpoliticalterms,too,Camusforeshadowslaterthought.Inpostmodernparlance,the
modernAgeofGrandSchemesmaybeover,and"revolution"maybeapasseword.But
postmodernismisawarethatonlyconstantvigilancecanpreventtheemergenceofnew
utopian"narrativesofemancipation."Inthissense,Camus'wiseengardeagainst
politicalmovementsthatturnonIdeasandAbstractionsmakeshiminthepolitical
domaintooapostmodernbeforehistime.
Abbreviations
CIL・CarnetslI
E:Essais
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ACP:AlbertCamusetlaPhilosophie
References
Aronson,Ronald.CamusandSartre:TheStoryofaFriendshipAndTheQuarrelThat
EndedIt.Chicago:UniversityofChicagoPress,2004.
Bree,Germaine,ed.Camus:ACollectionofCriticalEssays.Prentice-Hall,Inc.,1962.
Camus,Albert.CarnetsII,Paris:Gallimard,1945.
Camus,Albert.1962.Theatre,RecitsetNouvelles.Paris:Gallimard,"Bibliothequedela
Pleiade".
Camus,Albert.1965.Essais.Paris:Gallimard,"BibliothequedelaPleiade".
Charles,Daniel.1997.`Camuset1'Orient'inAlbertCamusetlaPhilosophie.Paris:
PressesUniversitairesdeFrance.241-256.
Grenier,Jean.EssaiSurl'Espritdel'Orthodoxie.Paris:Gallimard,1938.
Koestler,Arthur.DarknessatNoon.NewYork:MacMillan,1941.
Levi-Valensi,Jacqueline.1997.`SiTuVeuxEtrePhilosophe,'inAlbertCamusetla
Philosophie.Paris:PressesUniversitairesdeFrance.21-33.
Sartre,Jean-Paul.Explicationde1'Etranger.CahiersduSud,253,February1943.189-
206.
Sartre,Jean-Paul."LesCommunistesetlaPaix",LesTempsModernesNo.81,Julyl
1952.1-50.
Starling,C.L.1986.`CamusCommuniste'in松蔭 女 子 学 院 大 学 研 究 紀 要 第 二 十 八 号,
39-53.
57
